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Many critics have explored various aspects of Their Eyes Were Watching God, the 
most acclaimed book by Zora Neale Hurston. This M.A. thesis aims to explore the impact 
of racial and sexual discrimination imposed on Janie, a black woman, as well as her quest 
for her own position in Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. I choose terms specific 
to postcolonial and feminist discourse such as self/other, race, gender, the third space, etc. 
in my discussion of decolonization and sexual and cultural identities. For Janie, the third 
space means her hybrid racial and sexual identity of both white materialism and black 
spiritualism, both masculinity and femininity, going beyond the self/other definition, in 
opposition to the postcolonial and patriarchal society. 
The first part of Chapter One explores how the white differentiate the black as the 
other from their self. The second part addresses the problem related to the 
“double-consciousness” growing in the black’s mind and the two extreme attitudes 
towards the dominant white culture: assimilation and exclusivism, which are embodied by 
Janie’s two husbands: Joe and Tea Cake. 
When black men fail to define themselves with the encroaching 
double-consciousness in the post-colonial discourse, they find a new chance to regain 
power in the patriarchal system where men are deemed as the superior self while women 
the inferior other. Chapter Two in this thesis discusses Nanny’s function as a supporter for 
male domination, and explores how Janie’s three husbands objectify her, subordinating her 
to their requirements. 
The interaction between postcolonialism and feminism sheds light on the question of 
the double colonization of black women. They have to combat discrimination from both 
the colonial and the patriarchal self. Therefore, in the process of decolonization, through 
vision and voice, Janie tries to seek her own position, an interstice between the self and 
the other. Homi Bhabha opens up a way to “the third space”, the space of new forms of 
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into question the established categorizations of culture and identity. The first part of this 
chapter is to examine Janie’s hybrid racial identity, both materially white and spiritually 
black. The second part will explore her creative submission and brave resistance to her 
grandmother and three husbands, representing the patriarchal system; in the last part, I will 
analyze the harmony and peace Janie finally achieves in the third space. 
Through Janie, Hurston creates a literary model whose life she shapes into socially 
meaningful patterns by exploring the identity of the black woman while successfully 
dramatizing themes of genuine universal significance. With the distinction of being one of 
the first American authors to explore realistically the identity of an African-American 
female character, Zora Neale Hurston began a literary tradition that other black women 
writers assimilate and develop in their works. As Robert Bone says, the novel is “a classic 
of Black literature, one of the best novels of the period” (Howard, 93). 
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Many critics have explored various aspects of Their Eyes Were Watching God, the 
most acclaimed book by Zora Neale Hurston. Feminists explore the heroism of Janie and 
regard the novel as a feminist text. Many scholars assert the importance of the orality and 
use of vernacular in the novel. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. examines the rhetorical strategies 
Hurston used and concludes that the narrative voice in Their Eyes Were Watching God is a 
legacy to African-American fiction. 
This thesis aims to explore the impact of racial and sexual discrimination imposed on 
Janie, a black woman, as well as her quest for her own position in Hurston’s Their Eyes 
Were Watching God. I choose terms specific to postcolonial and feminist discourse such as 
self/other, race, gender, the third space, etc. in my discussion of decolonization and sexual 
and cultural identities. For Janie, the third space means her hybrid racial and sexual 
identity of both white materialism and black spiritualism, both masculinity and femininity, 
going beyond the self/other definition, in opposition to the postcolonial and patriarchal 
society. 
In Lacan’s theory, the other designates the one who resembles the self, which the child 
discovers when he or she looks in the mirror and becomes aware of itself as a separate 
being. When the child sees in the mirror his or her image, which bears sufficient 
resemblance to the child to be recognized, and which must also be different enough to 
ground the child’s hope for an “anticipated mastery”, this fiction of mastery will become 
the basis of ego. Therefore the two terms are connected. The image of the other leads to 
the creation of the self, while without the other, there is no self either.  
In the history of slavery and colonization, black people are politically oppressed and 
economically exploited. The whites dominate the blacks by their violent military and 
economic aggression. In order to distinguish the white from the black, colonial discourse 
defines the white as the civilized and superior “self” and represents the black as the 
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comes into being in terms of military and economic power. The black submit to the white 
without any other choices. After the abolition of slavery, the white and the black continue 
to coexist with each other as the self and the other in postcolonial discourse. The white 
impose their knowledge, disciplines and especially cultural values upon the black in the 
established power relationship. The dominant white culture has debilitating influence on 
the consciousness of African Americans and on their sense of identity. As Frantz Fanon 
points out in Black Skin, White Mask, cultural hegemony dictates what can be formulated 
as part of black identity, saying “What is often called the black soul is white man’s 
artifact” (Fanon, 23). On the one hand, black cultural and historical consciousness is 
erased or whitened; on the other hand, it is kept marginalized and dispossessed. 
In feminist theory, the concepts of the self and the other are frequently invoked to 
explain the separation of the masculine and the feminine. In the infamous list of binary 
oppositions in Helene Cixous’s The Newly-Born Woman that includes the 
“Activity/Passivity, Sun/Moon, Culture/Nature, Intelligible/Sensitive” oppositions (Cixous, 
63), women are defined by passivity and rendered non-existent as a subject or as an agent 
of action. And “[w]hat is left is unthinkable, unthought of” (64). This patriarchal discourse, 
defining women as lesser beings, is a mode of thought in which man is taken as the norm 
and the ideal. Woman is his defining “other”, the being who validates his importance 
because of her differences from him. As Simon de Beauvoir points out, “man defines 
woman not in herself but as relative to him.” According to her, “she is not regarded as an 
autonomous being…she is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he 
with reference to her,” so that “she is the incidental, the inessential, the other as opposed to 
his essential” (16). That is to say, woman is a myth, the other of male fantasy created out 
of the minds of the male self who represents her as it suits his purpose. In this unequal 
relationship between men and women, women develop their identities not according to 
their own wills but in the gaze of the dominant culture constructed by men. Beauvior 
argues that “in women dressed and adorned, nature is present but under restraint, will be 
remolded nearer to man’s desire” (174). This concentration on images of femininity is 















limiting the possibilities for them to find their own identities. 
It can be noted that blacks and women are treated in the same way as the other in 
patriarchal-colonial discourse. Both racism and patriarchy exert analogous forms of 
domination on those they render subordinate, that is, they establish their self through 
direct violence and consolidate it by imposing their cultural values on the other. The other 
suffers from the aggression, not only materially, but also spiritually. The interaction 
between postcolonialism and feminism sheds light on the question of the double 
colonization of black women. They have to combat discrimination in both the colonial and 
the patriarchal systems.  
Homi Bhabha opens up for them “the third space”, the space of new forms of cultural 
meaning and production that blurs the limitations of existing boundaries, and calls into 
question established categorizations of cultural meaning and identity. In the discourse of 
Bhabha, this term is used interchangeably with “hybrid identity” or “hybridity”: 
“…hybridity to me is the ‘Third Space’, which enables other positions to emerge” 
(Rutherford, 211). Therefore, the term “the third space” involves the concept of place, a 
position between the self and the other, which harbors differences and negotiation, that is, 
reconciliation and resistance.  
In an effort to deal with these “in-between” categories of competing cultural 
differences, Homi K. Bhabha attempts in his introduction to The Location of Culture to 
shed light upon the “liminal” negotiation of cultural identity across differences of race, 
gender and cultural traditions: 
    It is in the emergence of the interstices—the overlap and displacement of domains of 
difference—the overlap and displacement of domains of difference—that the 
intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or 
cultural value are negotiated. How are subjects formed ‘in-between’, or in excess of, 
the sum of the ‘parts’ of difference (usually intoned as race/class/gender, etc.)? How 
do strategies of representation or empowerment come to be formulated in the 
competing claims of communities where, despite shared histories of deprivation and 
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collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and 
even incommensurable? (2) 
In other words, Bhabha argues that cultural identities cannot be ascribed to pre-given, 
irreducible, scripted, ahistorical cultural traits that define the conventions of race and 
gender. Nor can “colonizer” and “colonized” be viewed as separate entities that define 
themselves independently.  
Since the novel Their Eyes Were Watching God is semiautobiographical, it is 
necessary to present the relevant experiences of the writer for a better understanding of her 
treatment of the plot and theme. Hurston was born in the tiny town of Notasulga, Alabama 
on January 7, 1891. Within a year of her birth, the family moved to Eatonville, Florida, a 
town which held historical significance as the first incorporated black municipality in the 
United States. In her childhood, she listened to the “lying sessions” of the men on a store 
front porch, which provided her with the richness and singularity of black folklore 
permeating all her later works. In 1925, Hurston went to New York, just as the Harlem 
Renaissance was at its crest. The most important stylistic developments of the period are 
the attempt to use Afro-American folk culture as a basis for creating distinctive black 
contributions to serious or “high” culture, and the attempt to repudiate the false and 
degrading stereotypes promulgated in Anglo-American popular and high culture by 
exploring the individual consciousness hidden behind the enveloping Sambo mask. She 
enrolls in Barnard College to study under Franz Boas, one of the most important 
anthropologists of the 20th century. Instead of approaching race as a marker of innate 
difference and inferiority, Dr. Boas begins to use anthropology to study race in cultural 
terms, discussing, for example, how ideas of racism circulate. He believes that race is not 
the fundamental truth about a person or group. His perspective is the source of Hurston’s 
iconoclastic depiction of racism: in the novel, racism is a mode of thought, capable of 
seducing white and black alike, but unstable in its definition of the self and the other, 
which allows the third space to emerge, where Janie is materially white and spiritually 
black. To develop positive racial identities, Janie overcomes the threat of 















advantage of both cultures, retaining black spiritualism and finding nourishment in white 
materialism. Another event in Hurston’s life, which parallels the love between Janie and 
Tea Cake, is her love affair with a much younger man. The affair is doomed from the start 
partly because he could not abide her career and partly because Hurston could not abide to 
give up her work. Like Tea Cake who is a self-contradiction, partly a man’s man, partly a 
woman’s advocate, this young man accepts and loves Hurston’s intellectual parity, but 
insists on being her bread-winning protector. To keep her professional life, Hurston leaves 
him, but still cherishes a deep love for him, just as she reveals in her autobiography, Dust 
Tracks on a Road: “The plot was far from the circumstances, but I tried to embalm all the 
tenderness of my passion for him in Their Eyes Were Watching God” (210-211). Hurston 
seems to hold an ambivalent attitude including reconciliation and resistance towards man, 
which explains Janie’s remaining silent, claiming her own voice or even killing. To 
become active in the relationship with men, Janie must equip herself with masculinity. 
That blurs the traditional borderline between men and women, invalidating the self and the 
other in this cultural construct. In the process of deconstructing the double otherness, Janie 
wears the mask of submission to resist the oppression from the postcolonial and 
patriarchal society. This is a strategy in the third space, going beyond the static definition 
of the self and the other and allows for the diversity of humanity, easily accepted by the 
community that plays an important role of witness in one’s self-definition. 
This thesis is to examine the interplay of these factors in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their 
Eyes Were Watching God and explore how Hurston’s treatment of them contributes to “the 
third space” finally reached by Janie, the black heroine, through her migration of three 
marriages. It is composed of three chapters plus an introduction and a conclusion. The first 
chapter analyzes the white domination over the black as the other, beginning with the 
means the white employ to subordinate the black, then discussing the impact of “double 
consciousness” on the black and the two extreme attitudes towards the dominant white 
culture: assimilation and exclusivism, embodied by Janie’s two husbands: Jody and Tea 
Cake. Chapter two focuses on the relationship between men and women constructed in the 
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male superiority, and the second part explores how Janie’s three husbands objectify her, 
subordinating her to their requirements. Chapter three includes three parts: the first part is 
to examine Janie’s hybrid racial identity, both materially white and spiritually black; the 
second part will explore Janie’s creative submission and brave resistance to her 
grandmother and three husbands, representing the patriarchal system；in the last part, I will 
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